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INTRODUCTION

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) was permanently authorized by the
National School Lunch Act of 1946 (P.L. 79-396). The NSLP was instituted to
serve two purposes: to safequard the health and well-being of the Nation'’s
children and to encourage the consumption of domestic agricultural products.
The Child Nutrition Act of 1966 authorized the School Breakfast Program (SBP)
to achieve similar goals. The NSLP assists school food authorities (SFAs)
nationwide in serving nutritious meals to school children by providing cash
subsidies and commodities on a per-meal basis. The SBP provides per-meal cash
subsidies. ‘ :

In school year 1983-84, the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS} collected data on
students and schools participating in the NSLP and SBP in a followup to an
earlier study, the National Evaluation of School Nutrition Programs (NESNP-I)
that USDA conducted in 1980-81. This report uses data collected during NESNP-
II to describe the characteristics of students and households who had the NSLP
and SBP available as well as characteristics of NSLP and SBP participants and
their households.

The NESNP-II data represent the only extensive examination of the NSLP and SBP
since passage of the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act (OBRA) of 1981, which
enacted a number of significant program reforms. OBRA reduced the
reimbursement rates for paid and reduced-price meals, tightened income
eligibility requirements, simplified program rules, and increased verification
regquirements. Although several years old, the data are fairly representative
of the current programs because participation has been stable over the past
several years and the programs have not been modified since OBRA.

The remainder of the report is organized in the following manner:

o} A description of the NSLP and SBP as they operated in school
year 1983-84;

o) Student and household characteristics on:

- program availability;

- participation;

- meals by price status;

- household characteristics;
- household income; and

- transfer income; and

o] Appendices containing supplementary data on participation
and sample size as well as a comparison of NESNP-II and
Program Operations Data.

NATIONAL SCHOOL LUNCH AND SCHOOL BREAKFAST PROGRAMS

The school nutrition programs are generally administered by State education
agencies through local SFAs. In States that do not administer the programs in
private schools because of State constitutional prohibitions, or because they
choose not to, the programs are directly administered by FNS through its
regional offices.



Institutional Eli§ibility: In school year 1983-84, a school was eligible to
participate in the NSLP and SBP if it:

o} Operated under public or nonprofit private ownership, or
was a private school with an average annual tuition of
$1,500 or less;

o Provided education for students in high school grades or
under. Preprimary grades were included when they were
located in schools with primary grades or higher, or when
they were recognized as part of the educational system in
the State;

o] Was a residential child care institution licensed by the
State to provide residential child care services.

Student Eligibility: Children are eligible to participate in the NSLP or SBP
1t they attend a participating school. They may receive free or reduced-price
meals if their household completes an application and is determined to be
eligible based on specific income criteria. It should be noted that not all
children to whom the NSLP and SBP are available actually participate in these
programs.

Applicant households must indicate their incomes if their children are to be
eligible for free meals (below 130 percent of poverty, or $12,870 for a family
of four in school year 1983-84) or reduced-price meals (between 130 and 185
percent of poverty). Full-price or paid meals are provided to children from
households with income above 185 percent of the Federal poverty guidelines, or
$18,315 for a family of four.

The following income sources are considered when determining household income
eligibility: salaries, wages, or commissions from employment; earnings from
self-employment, including farming; welfare payments; payments from Social
Security pensions, retirement, or annuities; other cash income including cash
amounts received or withdrawn from any source, including savings, investments,
trust accounts; and other resources which would be available for payment of the
price of a child’s meal.

Each program application must indicate that it may be selected as part of a
sample to verify the data provided. Each SFA is required to verify a minimum
of 3 percent or up to 3,000 of the approved free or reduced-price applications
on file as of October 31. A household’'s failure to respond to a request for
verification results in loss of benefits.

Meal Reimbursement Rates: The Federal government pays fixed amounts of
reimbursement per free, reduced-price, and full-price USDA meal served.
Reimbursement levels for the 1983-84 school year are shown in table 1. 1In
districts where 60 percent or more of lunches servad were in the free or
reduced-price category in the second prior school year, 2 cents was added to
the reimbursement for each lunch. In districts where 40 percent or more of
lunches were served in the free or reduced-price category in the second
preceding school year, the subsidy per free and reduced-price breakfast was
increased by 12.75 cents. The Federal government also donates a certain value
of commodities--11.5 cents in the 1983-84 school year--per lunch served;
commodities have not been donated to breakfast programs since the 1978-79
school year.




Table 1

Federal Subsidies Per NSLP and SBP Meal
1983-84 School Year

{cents)
Free Reduced-Price Full-Price

NSLP

Cash subsidy? 120.25 80.25 11.50
Entitlement Commodity 11.50 11.50 11.50
Total 131.75 31.7% 23.00
sBP

Cash subsidy 62.75 32.75 9.00
Severe Need PaymentP 12.75 12.75 0.00
Total®€ 75.50 45.50 3.00

3An additional 2 cents is provided for each lunch served in
school districts where 60 percent or more of the NSLP
lunches are served free or at a reduced price. This
additional 2 cents is not included in this chart.

o

In certain "especially needy" areas, the amount reimbursed
for free and reduced-price breakfast is greater than in
"nonespecially-needy" areas. The legislative cap is 12.75
cents—-but receipt of this is not guaranteed.

Choes not include bonus commodities.



Average Meal Prices: 1In general, there was little variation in meal prices by
grade level, although there was some evidence that students in higher grades
paid slightly more for full-price lunches.

The average price paid for a reduced-price lunch was 36 cents, slightly lower
than the maximum legislated rate of 40 cents. The average price for a full-
price lunch was 84 cents in October 1983, with students attending elementary
schools (grades 1-6) paying slightly less and junior and senior high school
students paying slightly more.

SBP prices showed very little variation by grade level for reduced-price or
full-price meals. On average, students paid 25 cents for a reduced-price
breakfast and 44 cents for a full-price breakfast.

PROGRAM AVAILABILITY

National School Lunch Program: The NSLP was available to 38.8 million public
school students during school year 1983-84 (almost 99 percent of all students
enrolled in public schools that year). This does not mean that 38.8 million
students actually participated in the program. Participation in the NSLP is
described in a later section of this report. Table 2 summarizes the
characteristics of students at schools offering the NSLP by five categories:
price status (free, reduced-price, or paid), household income as a percent of
poverty, grade level, food stamp receipt, and participation in other public
assistance programs.

Twenty-seven million, or over two-thirds (68.7 percent) of all students to whom
the school lunch program was available, were classified by the school they
attended as eligible for full-price benefits (table 2). About one-quarter (26
percent), or 10 million students, were eligible for free benefits and the
remaining 2 million (5 percent) were eligible for reduced-price benefits.

Twenty-three percent of students were from households that reported income
below 100 percent of Federal income poverty guidelines (table 2 and figure 1).1
An additional B percent were members of households with incomes between 101 and
130 percent of poverty, and over 13 percent of all students were from
households which reported incomes between 131 and 185 percent of poverty.

The distribution of students to whom the NSLP was available was relatively
uniform across grade levels. About a quarter of all students fall into each of
the four categories (grades 1-3, 4-6, 7-9, and 10-12) shown in table 2.

Approximately 14 percent of all students in schools offering the NSLP were from
households that reported receiving food stamps in the month prior to the
survey. Eleven percent were from households that received some form of cash
public assistance.

1a1though students from households with incomes below 130 percent of poverty
are eligible to receive free meals, not all households apply. This is the
major reason why there are more students from households with incomes below
130 percent of poverty than there are students certified as eligible for
free meals. The same rationale applies to students eligible for reduced-
price meals.

o~



Table 2

Distribution of Students at Schools Offering
the National School Lunch Program

1983-84 School Year

Number of Students Percentage
at Schools Offering Distribution of
the National School Students at
Lunch Program Schools Offering
(thousands) the NSLP
All Students 38,789 100.0%
Meal Price Status
FREE 10,149 26.2%
REDUCED 1,988 5.1%
FULL 26,652 68.7%
Household Income as a
Percent of Poverty
0-50% 3,500 9.0%
51-100% 5,262 13.6%
101-130% 3,118 8.0%
131-185% 5,204 13.4%
186%+ 21,704 56.0%
Grade Level
Grade 1-3 9,477 24.4%
4-6 10,044 25.9%
7-9 9,696 25.0%
10-12 9,571 24.7%
Food Stamp Receipt
Receiving Now 5,289 13.6%
Not Receiving 33,482 86.4%
Public Assistancel
Receiving Now 4,188 10.8%
Not Receiving 34,601 89.2%

SOURCE: National Evaluation of School Nutrition Programs, Phase II,
(NESNP-II).

NOTE: Columns may not sum to total due to rounding.

lpublic assistance or welfare payments such as AFDC or SSI.



FIGURE 1

Distribution of Students By Household Income as a
Percentage of Federally Defined Income Poverty Standards
NSLP and SBP
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School Breakfast Program: Slightly less than 40 percent of the students to
whom the NSLP was available also had the SBP available. Table 3 summarizes the
characteristics of students in schools offering the SBP. In general, the SBP
was available to younger students from lower-income households. Nearly one-
half of all students certified as eligible for a free lunch attended a school
that offered the SBP. In contrast, only 34 percent of children with a full-
price lunch available also had the SBP available.

Almost one-third of all students at schools offering the SBP applied for
benefits and were classified as eligible for free meals. An additional 7
percent were classified as reduced-price and the remaining 61 percent as full-
- price.

Twenty-nine percent of students at schools offering the SBP were members of
households that reported gross incomes below the Federal poverty standard, 9
percent were from households with incomes between 101-130 percent of poverty,
and 14 percent from households with incomes between 131-185 percent of poverty
(table 3 and figure 1). The remaining 48 percent were from households
reporting incomes in excess of 185 percent of poverty. Schools offering the
breakfast program were disproportionately located in poor, southern and urban
school districts.

Students to whom the SBP was available were more likely to attend elementary
grades (grades 1-6) than those to whom the NSLP was available (table 3). About
57 percent of all students to whom the SBP was available were in grades 1-6,
compared to 50 percent for the NSLP. Only about 20 percent of students to whom
the SBP was available were in grades 10-12.

The higher incidence of food stamp and public assistance receipt reflects the
lower income status of students attending schools where the SBP is offered
(table 3). Eighteen percent of children to whom the SBP was available were
members of households that received food stamps; 14 percent were from
households that received some other form of public assistance.

PARTICIPATION IN THE SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAMS

Three separate measures of participation in the NSLP and SBP were constructed
from the NESNP-II data: participation, average daily participation, and
frequency of participation. Each measure of participation was developed
because of the particular information it would convey.

o} Participation: Students were classified as participants
1f they ate one or more NSLP lunches during a 5-day survey
period. (The NESNP-11 survey collected information on
program participation over a S5-day period). This measure
provides an indication of the total number of students
that participate in the program at least once over a 5-day
period, which can be compared with the total number of
students attending schools that offer the programs, to
provide a measure of the maximum participation in the

program.




Table 3

Distribution of Students at Schools Offering the

School Breakfast Program
1983-84 School Year

Number of Students
at Schools Offering
the School Breakfast

Percentage

. Distribution

of Students at

Program Schools Offering
(thousands) the SBP
All Students 14,935 100.0%
Meal Price Status
FREE 4,757 31.8%
REDUCED 1,077 7.2%
FULL 9,101 60.9%
Household Income as a
Percent of Poverty
0-50% 1,955 13.1%
51-100% 2,354 15.8%
101-130% 1,334 8.9%
131-185% 2,077 13.9%
186%+ 7,215 48.3%
Grade Level
Grade 1-3 4,203 28.1%
4-6 4,248 28.4%
1-9 3,532 23.6%
10-12 2,952 19.8%
Food Stamp Receipt
Receiving Now 2,675 17.9%
Not Receiving 12,243 82.1%
Missing 17
Public Assistance
Receiving Now 2,096 14.0%
Not Receiving 12,839 86.0%

SOURCE: National Evaluation of School Nutrition Programs, Phase II,

{(NESNP-11).

NOTE: Columns may not sum to total due to rounding.



o Average Daily Participation: This measure provides an
indication of the number of students that could be
expected to participate on any given day. Since many
students reported receiving fewer than five meals per
week, this second measure is lower than the first.

o Frequency of Participation: This measure describes the
frequency with which students in the three meal price
status categories participate in the program. 1In
particular, it answers questions on the number of meals
(e.g., from zero to five meals over a 5-day period)
received by free, reduced-price, and full-price program
participants. This measure provides an indication of
which groups participate—with particular frequency—in
the program.

Participation: Any incidence of participation, from 1-5 days, is included as a
positive participation rate. From table 4, nearly four out of every five
students to whom the NSLP was available participated one or more times over the
course of a week. In contrast, only about one in four students to whom the SBP
was available participated (table 5). Across all grade levels and meal price
categories the participation rate for the NSLP was 78 percent; for the SBP it
was 24 percent.

Two patterns of participation were consistent for the NSLP and the SBP.
Participation rates were inversely related to grade level-—younger students
participated at a greater rate than older students. Participation rates also
differed by meal price status. Students receiving free meals participated most
frequently, followed by reduced-price students. Students in the full-price
category had the lowest participation rate. :

Almost 88 percent of all children in grades 1-3 participated in the NSLP at
least once a week. As grade level increased, the participation rate declined,
falling to 61 percent for students in grades 10-12. The pattern of lower
participation among older students also held within individual meal price
status categories except for reduced-price, where the survey data showed higher
participation for grades 4-6 than for grades 1-3. (All results for the
reduced-price category should be interpreted with caution, however, because of
the small sample size for students in this category. This is particularly true
when sub-groups within the reduced-price category are examined.) Appendix
table A presents participation by grade level and meal price status.

Virtually all students (96 percent) classified as eligible for free NSLP meals
participated at least once a week. Reduced-price participation was also high
{91 percent), while the full-price participation rate was considerably lower
(69 percent). The pattern of reduced participation by meal price status was
consistent for all grades except as noted above. Participation rates by meal
price status and grade level ranged from 99 percent for free students in grades
1-3 to 55 percent for full-price students in grades 10-12.

SBP participation rates (table 5) were much lower than those for the NSLP;
however, the participation patterns across price status categories and grade
level were similar. 1In general, SBP participation rates should be interpreted
with greater caution because the sample size is much smaller.
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Table 4
Participation in the National School Lunch Program
1983-84 School Year

Number of Students Number of Students Average Daily
Participating at Participation Participating on an Participation
Least Once Per Week Rate Average Day (ADP) Rate
(thousands) ( thousands)
All Students 30,078 77.5% 25,550 65.9%
Meal Price Status
FREE 9,763 96.2% 9,319 91.8%
REDUCED 1,816 91.4% 1,658 83.4%
FULL 18,497 69.4% 14,574 54.7%
Grade Level
Grade 1-3 8,327 87.9% 6,916 73.0%
4-6 8,535 85.0% 7,644 76.1%
7-9 7,373 76.0% 6,230 64.2%

10-12 5,841 61.0% 4,761 49.7%

SOURCE: National Evaluation of School Nutrition Programs, Phase II (NESNP-I1I).

NOTE: A student is a participant if he or she selects one or more NSLP lunches during a week. The
participation rate is the number of participants divided by the total number of students in schools
that offer the program. The ADP is calculated as one-fifth the reported mmber of meals served in a
week. The ADP rate is the ADP divided by the total number of students in schools that offer the

program.
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Table 5
Participation in the School Breakfast Program
1983-84 School Year

Number of Students Number of Students Average Daily
Participating at Participation Participating on an Participation
Least Once Per Week Rate Average Day (ADP) Rate
(thousands) ( thousands)
All Students 3,609 24.2% 2,733 18.3%
Meal Price Status
FREE 2,564 53.9% 2,107 44.3%
REDUCED 222 20.6% 157 14.6%
FULL 823 9.0% 469 5.1%
Grade Level
Grade 1-3 1,316 31.3% 1,049 ‘ 25.0%
4-6 1,337 31.5% 1,027 24.2%
7-9 614 17.4% 425 12.0%
10-12 342 11.6% 232 7.8%

SOURCE: National Evaluation of School Nutrition Programs, Phase II (NESNP-II).

NOTE: A student is a participant if he or she selects one or more SBP breakfasts during a week. The
participation rate is the number of participants divided by the total mmber of students in schools
that offer the program. The ADP is calculated as one~-fifth the reported number of meals served in a
week. The ADP rate is the ADP divided by the total number of students in schools that offer the

program.






